Introduction
Th is study applies economic resource theory and results of modern anthropological case studies in order to discuss information sharing in a historical context, which had a distinctly institutional, technological and cultural set-up. Th e Dutch North Sea herring fi shery of the early modern era is found to have been managed and organised in a way that favoured large-scale co-operation and sharing of fi shermen's knowledge on where to fi sh.
1 Th e historical data material consists of normative as well as empirical sources. Th e normative part is an analysis of the regulatory body, the College van de Grote Visserij, which dealt with how the fi shermen interacted at sea. For reconstructing the empirical past, registers of landings of herring in the Netherlands, and readings of diaries and logbooks kept aboard fi shing vessels, are other important sources in this study. Th ey all provide the documentation for an assessment of formal as well as informal systems providing diff erent levels of co-operation and communication within the Dutch North Sea herring fi sheries. Th e bo poulsen analysis shows that the fi shermen communicated intensely with each other. Th ey helped one another to fi nd the herring at sea, which is found to be in concordance with environmental and institutional incentives found in modern fi sheries. Th e article further discusses to what extent valuable information on the fi shing grounds were freely shared. Here, the origin of the skipper seems to have played a role for how much the Dutch fi shermen interacted with each other.
Th eories on fi shermen's behaviour
Th e behaviour and interaction within groups of fi shermen at sea is an important aspect in any large-scale fi shing operation. From the point of view of fi sheries management, it is desirable to understand how diff erent strategies of a group of fi shermen infl uence the fi shing eff ort and thereby fi shing pressure on a given limited natural resource. In an assessment of the economic performance of a fi shing fl eet, it is likewise of interest to know which type of behaviour is adopted by the individual fi sherman, as well as by the group as a whole.
In the view of marine scientists Ray Hilborn and Carl J. Walters, the issue of fi shermen's behaviour is still poorly understood. In 1992 they wrote in their highly infl uential study Quantitative Fisheries Stock Assessment: 'Fleet dynamics is probably the most understudied subject in fi sheries' . Later in the same chapter they go on to say that fi sheries science will be far richer, and our understanding of how fi sheries behave advanced further, if half the energy that goes into biological studies of fi sh were devoted to behavioural studies of fi shermen.
2 Having recognised the need for such studies, however, the same study itself takes a rather narrow view on the behaviour of modern fi shermen: 'In making the supposition that fi shermen have dynamics analogous to natural predators, we are taking a competitive and market-oriented view of the economics of fi shing; this is more realistic for most fi sheries than to assume that fi shing is a communal, cooperative, and altruistic process' .
3 Th is view is modifi ed in a recent introduction to Marine Fisheries Ecology, where the authors put forward that, 'fi shing is not just about catching fi sh and making money; rather it is bound up in the culture of
